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Chief HR officer focus:
What high-performing CEOs
want from their CHROs

Human resources leaders have been building strategic
influence for a decade or more. Today, their potential
impact on performance is greater than ever, and the
C-suite relationships they need to succeed are broader
than ever. New data and conversations with CHROs
around the world explore what it takes to succeed.
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The traditional CEO-CFO-CHRO
triad is increasingly becoming

a quartet that includes the
senior technology leader.
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For decades, HR leaders were expected to build strong leadership teams,
develop talent, manage succession, and shape culture. Those responsibilities
remain essential, but they are no longer sufficient. Today, leadership and talent
are becoming companies’ most reliable source of competitive advantage. In that
context, CEOs are asking more of their top people officers than at any point in the
past: to simultaneously reinvent work with Al, redesign operating models, build
new capabilities, accelerate transformation, navigate unprecedented workforce
disruption, and deliver sustained growth, all while maintaining employee trust and
organizational resilience.

Al, in particular, is forcing organizations to rethink what work gets done, how it gets
done, and how senior leaders work together to lead hybrid organizations.

Seventy-eight percent of CHROs
expect preparing the workforce for
Al and technological change to be
78 among.the mo§t a:itical issues . 259,
for their organization’s success in
the near future; only a quarter say
they're effective at doing so today.'

Successfully navigating this transformation requires CHROs to expand the core set
of relationships they have long relied on.

The traditional CEO-CFO-CHRO triad—connecting business strategy, financial
resources, and human capital—is increasingly becoming a quartet that includes the
senior technology leader. At the highest-performing companies, this shift is at the
center of a set of transformations that also includes CHROs' remit, KPls, and topics
they cover with the board. Notably, the shifts don't include any increase in budget.

CEOs at high-performing companies have identified a fundamental reality of
leading today’s organizations: most organizational challenges, at their core, are
talent challenges that cannot simply be delegated to HR, nor can they be solved
without it. They are working with their CHROs to reshape the function to succeed.

1 In late spring 2026, Heidrick & Struggles conducted an online survey of 600 HR leaders at companies across sectors in 11
markets around the world. All were at companies with $1 billion or more in revenue; a third were at companies with $10 billion
or more. Half were at companies traded on public markets; the rest were a mix of other ownership types.
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Elevated CEO
expectations...

...Without more budget

The differentiator is not how
much organizations invest in HR,
but how they position the CHRO,
and the HR function, to create
value across the enterprise.
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In response to elevated demands, CEOs have 45% of Fortune 1000
been evolving what they want from CHRO:s. CEOs have specifically
Based on analysis of 2,716 searches for CHROs, tasked their head of
the number of skills that CEOs are looking for in HR to play a lead in the
their head of HR has climbed from roughly 8.6 Al transformation of

in 2016 to nearly 13.0 in 2026. CEOs have also their organization.

increased the span of control of their CHRO.

In 2022, only 13% of CHROs had direct managerial
responsibilities outside of HR. Now, that share

has risen to 29%, including responsibility for
functions such as enterprise transformation,

communications, and workplace strategy.
Perhaps most telling, 45% of Fortune 1000 CEOs 00000

have specifically tasked their head of HR to play a 0000000000
lead in the Al transformation of their organization. 0000000000
The CHRO portfolio today reads less like an ..........
expert in traditional human resources and more 0000000000

like a business strategist responsible for corporate

strategy, capital allocation, and operating-model design. In response, boards

and CEOs are seeking more experienced CHROs. The number of externally hired
Fortune 1000 CHROs who have previous experience in the role, for example,

grew from 41% in 2022 to 75% in 2025. In their external hires, CEOs and boards
also increasingly value experience in the same industry: this has risen from 23%

to 34% over the same period. Conversations with CEOs underscore that they are
not seeking experience just for the sake of experience. Rather, they want a CHRO
who can deliver quickly—someone who will not be learning on day one, but will be
contributing on day one.?

Despite all these rising expectations, CEOs at the highest-performing companies
aren't increasing budgets in parallel, our analysis shows. This counterintuitive finding
is also one of our most important: spending more on HR is not a necessary condition
to ensure delivery of improved organizational outcomes. In fact, we found there is no
statistically significant difference in HR-to-employee ratio or HR spend per employee
when comparing companies with high total shareholder return (TSR) against
companies with lower TSR relative to their industry peers. High-TSR companies are
not simply out-resourcing their competitors in the people function.

The difference, our research and conversations show, starts with who is hired in the
CHRO role and includes what they are measured against, how they show up in the
boardroom, and who they partner with day to day. In other words, the differentiator is
not how much organizations invest in HR, but how they position the CHRO, and the
HR function, to create value across the enterprise.

2 Proprietary Heidrick & Struggles analysis of the heads of human resources at Fortune 1000 companies.
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The enterprise CHRO CEOs recognize that leadership and talent quality has become one of the few reliable
competitive advantages today. Strategy can be copied. Products can be replicated.
Technology diffuses quickly. Capital is abundant. But it is far more difficult to maintain
an edge in an organization’s ability to continually build leaders, adapt to change,
Not all skills are develop new capabilities, and mobilize thousands of people around a common
direction. Increasingly, the most successful organizations put the CHRO at the heart of
created equal a team with the CEO, CFO, and senior technology leader to create that advantage by

delivering the organizational capabilities that drive long-term performance.
While there has been a steady

increase in the overall skill We analyzed how CHROs are working at companies that consistently outperform
expectations that CEOs place on their industry peers on TSR and found that these organizations are significantly
their CHRO, companies in the top more likely to have what we define as an enterprise CHRO.? This definition is based

third of TSR performance are less on three sequential criteria:

likely to seek skills associated with
a historical HR generalist profile
and more likely to prioritize:

Strong operational effectiveness across the core

B Al automation, and responsibilities of the HR function

digital enablement,

N

G20 ereliizor el i el Advancing strategic capability in integrated workforce

planning, executive succession planning, and Al workforce
transformation

=

Ethics and integrity,

=

Succession planning across both
internal and external candidates,

M&A,

Strong alignment with the CEO, reflecting the executive
sponsorship required for the CHRO to operate as an
enterprise leader

00]00

Do
Do

Organizational design,

SCRINCRISCR

Workforce planning, and

N N H ™

Workforce restructuring. Only 25% of CHROs are currently operating at this level.

This analysis builds on our earlier research in this area, such as in Sunny Ackerman, Darren Ashby, Emma Burrows, Sharon
Sands, Brad Warga, and Jennifer Wilson, “Chief people officer of 2030: Building a tool kit to get from here to there,” Heidrick
& Struggles, February 20, 2025, heidrick.com; and Brad Warga and Jennifer Wilson, “Chief people officer monitor: Building HR
functions that are effective and strategically influential,” Heidrick & Struggles, September 24, 2025, heidrick.com.

w
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https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/human-resources-officers/chief-people-officer-of-2030
https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/human-resources-officers/chief-people-officer-monitor_building-hr-functions
https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/human-resources-officers/chief-people-officer-monitor_building-hr-functions
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Enterprise CHROs operate in a different environment and set of relationships in
three specific, observable ways.
1. Measuring what comes next, not what already happened

Enterprise CHROs are still evaluated against traditional measures of HR
performance, the most common being overall HR cost efficiency. However, they
are also held accountable for more KPIs than CHROs at other companies, and
those KPIs are shifting away from “plumbing KPIs” and toward “performance
KPIs,” such as forward-looking measures of organizational and business outcomes.

KPIs for enterprise CHROs vs. others (%)
B Enterprise CHROs [l Other CHROs

HR cost efficiency

\

Contribution to business performance (e.g., revenue, EBITDA)

o
N

Progress on workforce transformation (e.g., Al, reskilling)
61

Operational effectiveness of HR processes
Vi

\

Executive succession readiness
5

l

Leadership pipeline/bench strength

Upskilling of leadership/management
48

Source: Heidrick & Struggles Chief Human Resources Officers Survey, Spring 2026, n=600

A perfect example of this is the measurement of leadership talent outcomes.
Enterprise CHROs are 32% more likely to be held accountable for the strength
of the leadership bench (often measured through various assessment tools),
while CHROs at other companies are 10% more likely to be held accountable for
the inputs that could create a strong leadership bench (for example, number of
trainings provided to senior leaders).

Another example of this shift is how enterprise CHROs are measured when

it comes to the workforce. While all types of CHROs are equally likely to be
measured on employee engagement and retention scores, enterprise CHROs
are 20% more likely to be measured on whether the workforce is transforming to
meet the needs of an Al-enabled future.

HEIDRICK & STRUGGLES
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2. Same seat in the boardroom, different story

A second key differentiator of enterprise CHROs is their relationship with the
board. They attend an average of two board meetings per year, almost identical
to their peers. They are in the same meetings, engage with the same board
members, and are on the same board committees. Their seat at the table looks
structurally identical.

What changes is the substance of what they bring to the conversation.
The material they bring to the board focuses more often on the future of the
organization. They overweight their information around topics like

strategic workforce future skill needs leader effectiveness
planning (23% more likely), and (11% more likely).

(8% more likely),
<

They are helping the organization evaluate enterprise risk and opportunities to
improve the likelihood of transformational success in addition to traditional HR
reporting metrics.

Materials enterprise CHROs and others present to the board (%)
B Enterprise CHROs [l Other CHROs

Talent performance and employee health materials (e.g., employee engagement, retention analysis)

~
o]

Compensation reviews (e.g., compensation benchmarks, pay equity analysis)

~N
~N

Strategic workforce planning materials (e.g., multi-year talent plans)

|
~N

Capability building and future skills insights
(e.g., skill levels, learning and development updates, Al workforce readiness)

o
N

Culture assessment (e.g., employee survey results on cultural traits)

|
=

Leadership and manager effectiveness reports (e.g., employee surveys results on effectiveness)

9

|

Executive talent and succession materials (e.g., CEO succession plans, top talent reviews)

19
w

Risk and compliance reports (e.g., updates on misconduct violations, harassment)

\
X

Diversity and Inclusiveness metrics (e.g., hiring and retention rates by specific employee segment)

I
=

Source: Heidrick & Struggles Chief Human Resources Officers Survey, Spring 2026, n=600
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3. From a triad to a quartet

Perhaps the most structurally significant of the three differentiators—and the one
that most clearly illustrates the emergence of the CEO-CFO-CHRO-technology
leader quartet—is the increasing prominence of the relationship between the
CHRO and the senior technology leader.

For the last decade, a commonly repeated mantra was the importance of a CHRO
building a strong and lasting relationship with the CFO. The conventional wisdom has
been that the CFO manages the financial resources of the firm, the CHRO manages
the human resources of the firm, and, with the CEO, they form a stable triad.

While this still holds true, as Al transforms work, enterprise CHROs are building
partnerships with senior technology leaders that are as strong as, if not stronger
than, their relationships with CFOs. This newer relationship is about building
workforce capability, shaping how Al, automation, and digital tools reconfigure
how work gets done. It's innovative and makes CHROs co-architects of the future
organization, not merely providers of HR systems with a focus on costs.*

Enterprise CHROs spend 10 additional ~ Our survey data highlights the difference: while most CHROs have increased

hours per month collaborating the amount of time they spend with their CTO, enterprise CHROs have
directly with their CTO to drive disproportionately increased that investment. They spend 10 additional hours
the Al transformation of work. per month collaborating directly with their CTO to drive the Al transformation of

work. The result is that 90% of enterprise CHROs say they have a strong degree of
alignment with their CTO, compared with 73% of others.

Cross-functional alignment on workforce transformation
(% agree or strongly agree)

B Enterprise CHROs [l Other CHROs

Decisions about Al and technology are made with clear input on workforce implications
1

I

There is strong alignment between me, finance leaders,
and technology leaders on workforce priorities

Workforce transformation is treated as a cross-functional responsibility, not just an HR initiative

| spend enough time with technology and data leaders to
make our workforce transformation successful

Source: Heidrick & Struggles Chief Human Resources Officers Survey, Spring 2026, n=600

4 Ryan Bulkoski, Jaimee Eddington, Katherine Graham Shannon, Brad Warga, “Al and leadership: How finance, HR, and technolog

leaders are collaborating to make the most of Al across the enterprise,” Heidrick & Struggles, September 3, 2025, heidrick.com.
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https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/digital-leadership/ai-and-leadership_how-finance-hr-technology-leaders-collaborate
https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/digital-leadership/ai-and-leadership_how-finance-hr-technology-leaders-collaborate
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. In a world where leadership quality is an increasingly important competitive
What this means for advantage, CEOs and boards nee></:l better and higghér performance from their
CEOs and boards CHROs. We know they don't need to provide more budget to their HR function.
Rather, they succeed by reorienting the role and relationships of their CHRO to
drive enterprise outcomes rather than HR outcomes.

Specifically, they have:

@ Evolved the capabilities they require from the CHRO. They are
looking for people who can build a forward-looking workforce plan,
with the corresponding leadership strategy to deliver on the Al
transformation of work.

/ Increased the number of KPIs they hold their CHRO accountable
@ for, with a heavier focus on KPIs that measure what is next rather than
what happened.

/ 3 Changed the information the CHRO brings to the board to focus on
@ the risks and opportunities of their leadership bench and workforce.

@ Expanded the critical executive leadership relationship structure
from the traditional CEO-CFO-CHRO triad to a quartet, in which the
senior technology leader plays an increasingly important role. This
means supporting strengthening the CHRO-CTO relationship to the
same level as that of the CHRO-CFO.

For CEOs evaluating their current CHRO or considering succession planning,
our research and experience suggest a few clear questions:

\, Does the CHRO's skill profile map to what will drive organizational

performance, or does it map to traditional HR generalist competencies?

\, Are the CHRO's KPIs framed around enterprise and business outcomes,
&/ or around HR process metrics?

\ Is the data the CHRO brings to board meetings materially different from
what a traditional HR leader would bring?

\’ s the relationship between the CHRO and CTO strong enough to

successfully drive the Al transformation of work?

Finally, this work suggests a few questions for CEOs to ask themselves:

\ Have | created the conditions for my CHRO to operate as an enterprise
leader? Am | supporting them in developing the right peer relationships
and connecting with the board on the most important topics?

Am | involving my CHRO early enough in strategic decisions to ensure
we understand potential impact on the workforce and organization and
respond effectively?

®

Have | created enough alignment with my CHRO on where the
business is going, and what that means for leadership, talent, and
succession planning?

®

HEIDRICK & STRUGGLES
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The role of the CHRO is expanding because leadership quality
has become one of the few sustainable competitive advantages.
As strategy, technology, and capital become easier to replicate,
the ability to build leaders, transform work, and continually adapt
the organization increasingly determines long-term performance.
The best CEOs recognize this shift and empower their CHRO

to help create that advantage through broader capabilities,
greater accountability for enterprise outcomes, more forward-
looking insight, and strong partnerships across the C-suite.
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